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Ophiophagy in the colubrid snake Echinanthera occipitalis 
(Jan, 1863) from southern Brazil 

Rafael Lucchesi Balestrin & Marcos Di-Bernardo 

Abstract. Ophiophagy is reported for the first time in Echinanthera occipitalis. A juvenile male from Sao 
Jeronimo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, ate a juvenile Tantilla melanocephala measuring 19% of its own 
total length. Although the diet of E. occipitalis is poorly known, its general morphology and constrictor 
ability allow us to suggest that ophioform prey items might constitute a significant percentage of the food 
spectrum in this species. 
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Echinanthera occipitalis (see Cacivio et al. 
1999 with regard to its taxonomic status) is 
broadly distributed in South America, occur¬ 
ring from northeastern Peru through Bolivia, 
Paraguay, northern Argentina and Brazil, to 
Uruguay. In Brazil, it occurs in almost all the 
territory, from the northwestern, north and 
northeastern portions to the extreme south 
(Di-Bernardo 1992, Santos-Jr. & Lema 2004). 

The diet of this species consists of small 
lizards like Cercosaura spp. and Colobosau- 
ra modesta (Serie 1919, Cunha & Nascimento 
1978, Cei 1993, Carreira 2002, Achaval & 
Olmos 2003), anurans (Schouten 1931, Cunha 
& Nascimento 1978, Cei 1993) and tadpoles 
(Williams & Scrocchi 1994, Leynaud & Bu¬ 
cher 1999, Achaval & Olmos 2003). 

At 10:34 h on 17 April 2004, one juve¬ 
nile male E. occipitalis (collection of the 
Museu de Ciencias e Tecnologia of the Pon- 
tiffcia Universidade Catolica do Rio Grande 
do Sul - MCP 14903; 200 mm snout-vent 
length, 63 mm tail length, weight 4.30 g) was 
collected coiled under a rock (air tempera¬ 
ture 23 °C) in Fazenda Novosares, 30°22’ 
15.8”S, 51°54’07.4”W, municipality of Sao 
Jeronimo, Rio Grande do Sul. The snake was 


sacrificed two days after collection by injec¬ 
tion of lidocaine chloridrate (3%). The speci¬ 
men was dissected and a juvenile of the 
colubrid snake Tantilla melanocephala (Lin¬ 
naeus, 1758) (MCP annex collection 1621; 
109 mm snout-vent length, 25 mm tail 
length, weight 0.60 g) was found in its sto¬ 
mach. The prey was swallowed headfirst. 
Although the prey’s head was very damaged 
due to the digestive process, its body and tail 
were well preserved, and allowed for calcula¬ 
ting its length and mass by comparing them 
with an intact specimen of Tantilla melano¬ 
cephala from the same region (municipality 
of Dom Feliciano, 30°25’23,5"S; 052°18’ 
41,4"W) (MCP 13760). The relative prey 
mass (RPM) was 0.14, and the relative total 
length (RTL) was 0.19. This is the first record 
of ophiophagy for E. occipitalis. Other 
ophioform prey items, like gymnophthalmid 
lizards, were previously recorded for this 
species (see above), and one individual of 
Amphisbaena mertensii Strauch, 1881 was 
recorded by Barbo & Marques (2003) as prey 
item for another species of the same genus, E. 
affinis (Gunther, 1858). 


© 2005 Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Herpetologie und Terrarienkunde e.V. (DGHT) 
http://www.salamandra-journal.com 


221 


















Short Communication 


Ophioform, elongate prey items can pro¬ 
vide a high food intake (high RPM), and they 
require a low energetic investment due to the 
easy swallowing (the entire diameter of the 
prey is similar to the head diameter of the 
predator - see Pough et al. 2001). Thus, inges¬ 
ting this kind of prey could benefit elonga¬ 
ted, slim and small-headed snakes like E. 
occipitalis. Although there are no compre¬ 
hensive studies on the diet of E. occipitalis, 
its general morphology and constrictor abil¬ 
ity (pers. obs.) suggest that ophioform prey 
items might constitute a significant percent¬ 
age of the food spectrum in this species. 
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